HEART OF ICE 




By John Martin 



EPH STANTON frowned. He looked at 
Ed Gribble, and in Ed's eyes was a kind 
of fear. He couldn't understand it. Ed was a 
big man, a giant of muscle, bone and brawn. It 
was Ed who had chased, thrown and tied a run- 
away bull last year in his own south pasture. 
It was Ed who was strong enough to break a 
man — any man — in two with his hands. It was 
Ed who was brave enough to face an escaped 
lunatic with a gun in his hands and take it 
away from him. 

And now Ed was telling him he was afraid 
of a little old woman weighing less than ninety 
pounds. A woman whose face was so mild and 
so meek that one hesitated to breathe too 
heavily in her presence for fear she might 
blow away. 

But in Ed Gribble's eyes was a look of 
near-terror. 

"You better leave Miss Alice alone," he said. 
"She knows too much about things." 

"She's a dirty old menace to the public 
health!" Eph snorted. 

Ed glanced over toward the small, hut-like 
cottage that Miss Alice lived in. Through the 
falling snow, its threadbare ugliness was 
softened. 

"The kids like her," he said in a low voice. 
"She lets 'em play in her front yard." He 
jerked a finger toward the snowman standing 
before the cottage. "Keeps 'em out of mis- 
chief." 

"Ed. you re throwing more bull than even 
you could handle." Eph said. "You know what 
they say about Alice Markham — that she's a 
witch, that she brews poisons and sells 'era 
to people." He grinned broadly. " 'Course no- 
body believes that." His voice hardened. "But 
people do talk, Ed. She does mix stuff up in 
pots in that busted old fireplace. And she 
mutters stuff nobody can understand. All I 
want is to get her off that land and put away 
where she can't hurt anybody. You talk about 
the kids piayin' there . . ." He paused pointed- 
ly. "Who knows what she's liable to do some 
day? Any day what's left of her mind might 
go bust!" 

Ed Gribble shook his head. 

"Not Miss Alice," he said firmly. "Not her." 
His voice was almost reverent, "Miss Alice 
can do lots of good things. She saved my 
life, once, when even Doc Ratcliffe gave me 
up. Gave me someth'n". I dunno what it was, 
but it saved my life." 

"If she saved your life, why are you so 
afraid of her?" Eph asked. 



Ed Gribble gazed with respect at the tiny 
cottage. 

"Because, like I said, she knows things. 
There's nothin' can harm Miss Alice." He 
shuddered. "And I wouldn't want to be the 
man who tried. "He turned his eyes on Eph 
Stanton. "I got an idea that anybody bothers 
her — they won't last long." 

Ed Gribble turned and shuffled off, down 
past the fence to his own land and vanished 
behind the falling snow. 

Eph Stanton grunted. Only two days before, 
at the county seat, he'd got a secret tip from 
a friend of his high in the county government 
that the new super-highway was going to run 
right through Alice Markham's land. From 
nothing its value would skyrocket to some- 
thing like a hundred thousand dolla*. That 
kind of money Eph couldn't see gojKg into 
any pocket but his own. 

From where he stood he regarded the dis- 
tant cottage narrowly. His original idea had 
been to have Ed Gribble join him in signing 
a petition to commit Alice Markham to the 
county insane asylum. With the woman in- 
carcerated there would be a forced sale of 
the land tor taxes — and Eph didn't doubt that 
he could bid it in. Committing her would have 
been easy. For years there had been rumors 
around the village about Alice Markham. Some 
said she was a witch. Some said she was worse, 
that she sold poison potions. But now there 
would be no time to get anybody else to sign 
a petition. And every second was precious. 

His mouth working in fury, seeing a hun- 
dred thousand dollars slipping from his grasp. 
Eph Stanton came to a sudden decision. He 
looked around cautiously. Ed Gribble was no- 
where in sight. In all that landscape of falling 
snow no single thing alive moved. With an 
abrupt movement he vaulted his own fence 
and came to rest on Alice Markham's land. 
Beyond, the tiny cottage was visible through 
the falling snow. Nothing could be simpler 
than to break in, snap her neck like a piece 
of straw and set the cottage afire. A body con- 
sumed to ashes would leave no evidence of 
murder. And with Alice Markham once dead, 
the land would simply be sold for taxes. 

He strode up to the doorway, passing the 
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Heart Of lee 

(Continued from inside front cover) 
snowman the village children had built. The 
light in the sky was dimming. Evening was 
coming on, and. with il. a sharp frost. Shiver- 
ing with the cold. Eph raised his hand to 
smash in the door. 

"Come in," a voice said from within. It was 
a email, almost still voice, quiet, without au- 
thority. Swallowing hard. Eph put his hand 
on the latch and shoved the door open. 

"Come in. Mr. Stanton," Miss Alice said. 
She was small and thin, dressed in shabby, 
threadbare clothes. She sat in a small rocking 
chair by the fire, her hands folded sedately 
on her lap 

He stared at her. his hands clenching and 
unclenching. 

"You still won t sell?" he asked, his courage 
failing him suddenly. 

"Twice you've asked me. Mr. Stanton," she 
said quietly. "Twice I've refused. I refuse now. 
1 like it here. I like to watch (he children 
playing." She broke off and stared at his 
hands. "I see murder in your heart. Mr. 
Stanton." 

"How the devil can you see anything?" he 
asked in fury. 

"The people in the village say strange things 
of me." she mused, and then her voice shot at 
him like a steel rod. "Has it ever occurred to 
you. Mr. Stanlon, that some of them might 
be true?" 

He stiffened and a queer, cold shudder ran 
down his spine. Then he laughed. 

"You're nothing but a lying old woman. " 
he grated. "You probably spread stories to 
scare people, to frighten children." He opened 
his hands and moved a step closer to her But 
he stopped as a light blazed up in her eyes. 

*'I said you had murder in your heart, Mr. 
Stanton." Alice Markham said. "In your heart 
of ice. But it is cold hearts that stop beating 
first." Her thin tips tightened. "You think I am 
friendless, that I am just an old woman, help- 
leu in a chair. Well, I am old. But I have 
lived a long time. The beams of my house, the 
stones of my field know me as I know them. 
If you harm me they will rise up against you, 
they will avenge me. they will destroy you. 
All that is mine is your enemy!" 

Eph Stanton uttered a bellow of rage and 
strode forward. With his right hand he pulled 
the old woman from the chair and shook her 
like a rag doll. With his other hand he clutched 
her thin, scrawny neck. There was a sudden, 
sharp snap as he pulled her head forward. An 
instant later he hurled the dead body from 
him and stood there panting, drowned in the 
aftermath of bloodlust. 



With terrifying abruptness, stark fear over- 
came him. What had the old woman threat- 
ened? That the very beams of her house, the 
stones of her field would rise against him? 

For an instant he crouched, as though the 
roof would come crashing down upon his head, 
as though the walls would reach for him with 
splintery, wood claws. Then his voice split 
■ he still air with curses against his own cre- 
dulity. A hand shot out, grasped the chair 
Miss Alice had sat upon and smashed it to 
kindling on the floor. Then he stood there, 
panting, triumphant, bellowing with laughter. 

He knew he had won. Three steps brought 
him to the tiny kitchen and a can of kerosene. 
Quickly he scattered it about the room and 
drenched the dead body in the remainder. The 
tiny hut was ancient, dry as tinder. It could 
be a roaring furnace in ten minutes, a heap of 
ashes in twenty. 

A kitchen match flared in his hand. He held 
it speculatively aloft for an instant. 

Then it dropped from his hand. On the floor 
a blossom of fire sprang up, gave birth to a 
thousand more. 

Eph Stanton took a step backward, gazing 
at his handiwork in satisfaction. Now untold 
wealth would be his. The interior of the hut 
flared into violent flame, and he ran for the 
door, pushing through it with fierce energy. 

Outside the snow was still falling. It would 
hide his tracks, he knew, wipe forever from the 
face of the earth the last evidence against him. 
Snow and fire would combine to shield him. 
Swiftly he ran forward. 

The scream that burst from his throat was 
throttled almost before he began. In front of 
him some kind of wall had risen, groping 
for him with arms, a lumbering mass with 
hideous life. But what could be white and 
massive and have arms? He fell back and saw 
.t advancing on him. It was the snowman the 
children had built of the snow that fell on 
Miss Alice's land. A streak of fiery words 
ran through his mind again — what belonged 
to her would be his enemy, would destroy him. 
Neither the house, nor the stones had arms 
to seize and destroy him. 

But the snowman had'arms. On thick, stumpy 
legs of gleaming white it shuffled toward him. 
Its eyes of shining black coal fixed on him 
with infinite hatred. In them he saw the eyes 
of Alice Markham. 

THE arms reached for his throat, fastened 
and clung. He died there, gasping, fright- 
ened, and then the snowman collapsed on him 
and melted in the heat of the blazing cottage, 
drenching the corpse with water that during 
the night would freeze into a rigid coffin, en- 
closing its dead heart of ice. 

THE END 



